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	What do we need to do this year?  What are our priorities; what must we accomplish in 2005?
  	Imagine, if you can, gathered in one room to answer those questions almost a thousand of the wealthiest, most powerful people in the world—heads of governments, presidents and CEO’s of multi-national corporations, social scientists, leaders in the entertainment industry and educational experts—people who shape the business strategies that will alter for better or worse the world economy, people who make decisions about war and peace that will determine the balance of power in our global village, people who influence cultures and shape the values of millions of hearts and minds, and people who know how to effect global change with a breadth and rapidity that make our heads spin.  What would come from such a high-level discussion?  What issues would emerge from such a session as the highest priorities requiring urgent attention?
	Actually, imagination and guesswork are not necessary.  Late this past January, high in the Swiss Alps, leaders of industry, business, education, entertainment and government from around the world met to discuss and to set priorities for their work in the immediate future.  They came together having already agreed on a large number of issues meriting global attention—China, climate change, equitable globalization, Europe, global governance, Islam, the Middle East, poverty, United States leadership (not the persons who are our leaders but the role of our nation in the rest of the world), weapons of mass destruction, and world trade.  To which of these issues should be assigned the highest priority?  That was the question driving this unique discussion.
 	As this impressive group of world leaders considered these important issues together, they trimmed the list of the highest priority issues to six.  After further intense deliberation, they voted to arrange in order of the highest priorities the issues must critical to the world and to their business and governmental interests right now.  Personally, I found the results of that vote amazing, staggering, and thrilling.  Here, in reverse order, are the six priorities decided by these global leaders: global governance was sixth, fifth was the Middle East, fourth was education, third was climate change, second was equitable globalization, and first—the highest priority for these world leaders in 2005—was poverty.
  	Participants in that session adopted a statement declaring, “Time has run out for deliberation on how to deal with poverty . . . Each of us must exercise our responsibility to take action against the ignorance, disease and want that threaten our stability.”  
	The lectionary texts for the Third Sunday in Lent usher us into a similar discussion on priorities setting—Moses pleading with God for wisdom to know how to provide the people of Israel with adequate amounts of bread and water, Jesus demonstrating the inseparable linkages between the physical and spiritual dimensions of life, and the apostle Paul elaborating the bottom line moral principle in Christianity that calls for acts of compassion among people in need whether or not we deem that they deserve help.  Though the size and scale of our conversation about our involvement in meeting basic human needs may be smaller than that of the gathering in Davos, Switzerland, the moral and spiritual implications of our resolve as well as its consequences for a more stable community and a better world are just as large.
	Studying the three biblical texts commended for our attention in worship today birthed within me a third dream in Lent—a dream of sufficiency.  I must admit that, at first glance, this dream may seem out of place alongside the dreams we already have discussed together during Lent, the dream of freedom and the dream of faith.  Those dreams seem so lofty and spiritual; this dream seems so earthy and physical; the first two dreams appear idyllic and universal; this one strikes us as practical and local.  In reality, though, all three dreams go together; each is a dimension of life that is of concern to God and to the people of God.  
In this season of Lent, I dream of sufficiency.  I dream of a world without poverty and hunger.  I dream of a world in which not everybody has too much, but in which nobody has too little.
	Please understand that the Davos experience did not consist of irresponsible flights of fantasy or even a gigantic display of virtuosity.  Religion actually had little to do with the ranking of poverty as the number one priority in the global community.  The concern for the eradication of poverty among the world’s governmental and business leaders was influenced more by governmental and business reasons than by moral values.  Continued poverty looms as the greatest threat to international security, to a peaceful world, to the expansions of corporations in need of new customers who will buy new products to increase the sales figures in corporate budgets, and, thus, to economic prosperity around the globe.
	The strategies put in place by the global leaders’ resolve to eradicate poverty were not simplistic in nature—pray about it, take a hunger offering, give every person a piece of bread.  I heard none of that terminology, though that does not mean these responses to poverty are unimportant and ineffective.  The global leaders in Davos focused on other strategies for eradicating poverty—strategies that will bring more comprehensive relief and more long-term promise as well as a few quick victories.  
	John A. Thain, CEO of the New York Stock Exchange, outlined an integrated program of attacking poverty that included a commitment to open markets, emphasis on the rule of law, rise in private ownership, competitive banks, and an adoption of higher standards of government.  A corporate executive from India called for a focus on the bottom of the international economic pyramid that would encourage developing nations to do more for themselves as a means of attracting more support for their economies from corporations.  Charles Prince, who heads Citicorp, pointed to the importance of bold executive decisions to create jobs in low-income places.  The president of Poland emphasized the strategic significance of achieving greater gender equity in the global economy, pointing out that empowering women hits poverty at its root and yields innumerable benefits.  The Prime Minister of Australia described the removal of trade barriers and the provision of greater access to the products of developing nations in the markets of developed nations as the most immediate means of raising economic resources in depressed areas.  Cutting agricultural subsidies in the northern hemisphere could double farm incomes in the southern hemisphere.
	Awareness of how much corruption in government keeps financial aid from getting to those who need it and increases the likelihood of continued poverty led 62 corporate leaders to sign a commitment to a zero-tolerance regarding bribery and corruption.  The president of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development is exploring ways to give greater attention to corruption issues when requests for funding for governmental projects are submitted to institutions like the World Bank.  The president of Poland, Aleksander Kwasniewski, spoke powerfully about the importance of education in any long-term reduction of poverty, calling for special efforts to see that women and children have as ready an access to education as that given to adult men.  Model educational initiatives are already underway in Jordan and India. By such methods, Brazil, China, and India already have made astounding cuts in the level of poverty in their respective populations.
	British Prime Minister Tony Blair committed the United Kingdom to triple its aid to Africa and to ensure that aid is more effectively implemented.  The European nations pledged to continue the cancellation of developing nations’ debt, a practice already paying huge dividends in depressed economies and increasing the number of children in school.  
Many of the fundamental contributors to poverty can be addressed with relative ease.  Look, for example, at the situation in Africa.  Access to clean water and enough food to prevent malnutrition would yield incredible improvements in that continent’s economy.  Three hundred million Africans do not have safe drinking water.  Eliminating uniform fees would bring more children into schools.  Halting curable diseases would result in quick wins against the financial drain of scores of deaths.  Three thousand African children under five years old die of malaria every day.  Cognizant of that reality, in a three hour period, spurred by the President of Tanzania and the American actress Sharon Stone, participants in the Davos meeting gave one million dollars for the purchase of mosquito nets by the government of Tanzania.  Six thousand African adults die every day as victims of AIDS while debates continue about what price should be paid for effective drugs.  
From the rock group known as U-2, the lead singer, Bono, spoke eloquently as well as passionately about fighting poverty for both moral reasons and reasons of self-interest.  Acknowledging that it was nice to be complemented for having a warm heart, Bono argued that it was more important to have a hard head.  The singer explained, "The Marshall plan that came out for Europe wasn’t just from the goodness of the [US] heart, but as a bulwark against Sovietism. We’re saying a Marshall-type plan [for Africa] could be against the tyranny of our time, on the front line of terror."  Reflecting on the 60th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, this rock star, who has the ear of Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist and the devoted attention of President Bush, pointed out that thousands of Jews died under the Nazi assault on their lives because it took so long for people to see what was happening.  Few people protested as Jews were loaded on to trains that took them to the death camps.  No one knew where the trains were going.  This time, Bono, said, we know what is happening in Africa and in other places besieged by poverty; we know where the trains are going, and, this time, we have to lie in front of those trains and stop them. 
How do we do it?  What must we do to guarantee sufficiency for our brothers and sisters here at home and around the world?  What would we have to give up for Lent and what would we have to take on for Lent to set on us a path along which we could see the dream of sufficiency realized?
We would have to give up our pessimism and embrace positive expectations.  Far too often we are stymied to a point of inertia because of the size of the problems that we face.  “It is far too big and complex,” we tell each other, “We will never solve the problem of hunger or poverty.”  
In an incredibly transforming experience, for the first time in my life, I sat with people whom I trusted, brilliant people—hard-nosed realists—who honestly believed that the scourge of poverty can be removed from society and talked confidently with each other about getting the job done.  The power of that expectation coupled with the principles in the biblical message locked into my psyche and my spirit a dream of sufficiency.  
Second, to claim the promise inherent in that dream, we will have to move from reciprocity to generosity.  Believe me when I say that I know that movement is not easy.  
Seldom have I been in the company of people challenged to address the problem of poverty that someone did not quote the Bible, usually someone who virtually never quotes the Bible, sanctimoniously reminding everybody else that Jesus said, “The poor you will always have with you.”  I want to scream, “Jesus was not projecting a goal that we must be sure is reached.”  Look at the context of Jesus’ words.  He was encouraging a dramatic act of generosity, the kind of impassioned generosity that can eliminate poverty.
But a barrage of protests is predictable in discussions of poverty: Why focus there rather than here? Are you not just enabling dependency among people who could do better if they really tried?  Consider such protests from the perspective of the Romans text in today’s scripture lessons.  “While we were still weak . . . Christ died (for us),” the apostle Paul wrote.  The pattern of God’s compassion is not reciprocity—no help for the helpless, but generosity—help for the undeserving.  As followers of Jesus, why would we not embrace that pattern and help the weakest and the poorest among us whether or not we like where they live, whether or not anyone ever taught them to say “thank you,” and even if they do not share our priorities?  Need not worthiness is the driving force of Christian compassion in relation to people who are in need.
Third, to move to fulfill the dream of sufficiency we will have to set aside crippling stereotypes and resolutely take up service.  There are a thousand and one reasons not to help hurting people and every one of them can be made to sound intelligent and plausible.  But not one of them can survive examination from the perspective of the gospel.  
You know the common stereotypes related to poverty, both to domestic and international poverty—poor people don’t want to work, poor people are able to do better, our nation already gives 10-12% of our budget to foreign aid.  The most rapid rise of poverty in this nation in recent years has occurred among people who are working—the number of working poor is escalating exponentially—and in many other nations, there are no salary-paying jobs.  Poverty rooted in malnutrition, lack of clean water, and disease cannot be touched without bread, clean water, and access to affordable pharmaceuticals.  As for foreign aid, our nation gives from our gross domestic product not 10-12% to aid, but less, far less, than 1%.  And, how much of our budgets—church budgets and individual budgets—is targeted for assistance?
Fourth, fulfilling the dream of sufficiency requires setting aside an interest in more than enough and embracing a commitment to living happily with enough.  One of the great moral questions of our time—especially for Christians—is “How much is enough?”  How much is enough for my family, for me?  How much is enough for our church, for our nation?  When does our having more mean others having less?  Years ago, Gandhi correctly observed that God gave us a world filled with enough resources to meet every person’s need, but not enough to fulfill every person’s greed.
The global leaders gathered in Davos and the wisdom read in Holy Scriptures agree that the ultimate issue in eradicating poverty is a matter of the will—the personal will to do it, the political will to act.  Would we vote for a politician who gave priority in her agenda to the reduction of poverty at home and abroad?
The dream of sufficiency is not a wild-eyed fantasy.  Poverty and all of the serious consequences related to it can be eliminated in our life time, but, for that to happen, all of us will have to make poverty a priority as did those leaders in Davos.  We will have to demonstrate a will to act.
Maybe you are wondering why I have spent a whole sermon on the subject of poverty in the season of Lent.  Let me tell you, please.  The subject of poverty itself is of critical importance—that is one reason for this sermon.  The other reason is that it is crucial that we recognize the integration of the physical and the spiritual in a healthy life.  Repeatedly, on his journey to the cross, Jesus stopped to assist people with a physical ailment or infirmity.  Wholesome spirituality cares for the body as for the soul.
I am very pleased with the young people of our church and community who, with Carl’s instruction and assistance, participated in a fast yesterday and the day before.  As you know, fasting is an ancient spiritual discipline that contributes to focus and understanding, a discipline that enables a faster to experience, though in an infinitesimally small measure, the kind of poverty of the body that pounds at the spirit with which scores of people live daily.   
	When Jesus was pushed and pressured to identify the people whom God is sure to welcome into the divine realm, the Messiah from Nazareth pointed to people who give generously to other people who live in poverty.  No question was raised about the motives behind these peoples’ generosity.  No inquiries were posed about the peoples’ beliefs.  No recitation of values was demanded to explain the peoples’ actions.  In the generosity with which individuals reach out to feed, provide drink for, clothe, and visit those in need and in trouble Jesus saw the over-riding trait that pleases God and causes God to welcome people into the divine presence.
	The young people in our church who fasted on Friday and Saturday broke their fast late yesterday afternoon at the communion table—munching the bread, sipping from a cup.  That is where the issue of poverty comes into clearest focus for people in a community of grace.  There the questions are so audible and understandable: How can we eat the bread of life and drink the cup of salvation without assuring ourselves that all people have bread enough to eat and drink enough to quench their thirst?  




O God, you are bread for our hunger, water for our thirst, comfort for our grief, and salve for our hurt.  You are light for our journey, breath for our fatigue, presence for our loneliness, and help for every need.

O God, you call us to be for others who you are for us.  We give you thanks now, and commit ourselves to meriting your trust.  Amen.
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